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Abstract 
A K-13 Slovene-medium school network devoted to the protection and promotion of the cultural and linguistic heritage of the 
Slovene national minority has been in existence in the Italian north-eastern borderlands since the end of WWII and as part of the 
national public school system since 1961. This study unveils Slovene teachers’ and students’ language ideologies and attitudes 
toward the role of mother-tongue education for (a) academic achievement in the minority and dominant language; and (b) 
minority language maintenance. These questions were explored in a Slovene-medium high school in Gorizia, Italy, in an attempt 
to contribute to the understanding of secondary language minority education.  
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1. Introduction 
Finding its origins in the 1800s during the Hapsburg Empire, a K-13 Slovene-medium school network devoted to the 
protection and promotion of the cultural and linguistic heritage of the Slovene national minority has been in 
existence in the Italian northeastern borderlands since the end of WWII and as part of the national public school 
system since 1961. With their long history of resilience and transformation from ethnic schools to K-13 Slovene-
medium public schools, these schools have witnessed many political, social, and border shifts, and have educated 
generations of ethnic Slovenes in both their mother tongue and the national Italian language. Underrepresented in 
international literature, the Slovene-medium school network is one of the alternative educational models that fits 
these credibility criteria, and can also offer inspiration and support to other international contexts, as well as bring 
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further clarity to a politically laden discourse about the role of minority languages in education. 
 In this context, this study tries to unveil teachers’ and students’ language attitudes and ideologies that have 
permitted the language minority-based schools to persist and function as a viable alternative to the national 
mainstream schools. In addition, framed by this sociolinguistic background, the study seeks to contribute to the 
debate on the benefits of bilingual education by examining teachers’ and students’ beliefs related to the role of their 
mother tongue for (a) academic achievement in the minority and dominant language; and (b) minority language 
maintenance. These questions were explored in a Slovene-medium high school in Gorizia, Italy, in an attempt to 
contribute to the understanding of secondary language minority education as a context that is increasingly becoming 
a central focus of research, yet still merits much greater attention (Faltis and Wolfe 1999).  
2. Background 
While many studies in the last decades have consistently shown evidence of the cultural, cognitive, affective, and 
academic benefits of strong forms of bilingual education where the mother tongue and the dominant language are 
employed for development of biliteracy and bilingualism, skepticism and resistance toward the use of mother-
tongue instruction by the general public, educators, and politicians in most regions of the world are still pervasive 
(Shohamy 2006; Skutnabb-Kangas 2004). One of the important reasons for such resistance resides in the fact that 
the processes regulating interaction between mother tongue and dominant language acquisition and literacy 
development are counter-intuitive (Baker and Prys Jones 1998; Skutnabb-Kangas 2004). Common sense brings 
people to believe that more exposure to the dominant language (L2) in school brings more learning in that language, 
and that time spent on the first language (L1) instruction amounts to time detracted from that primary goal, positing 
language interference of L1 on L2 acquisition. 
 In reality, longitudinal research focusing on the USA and Canadian school contexts (Cummins 2000; 
Ramirez 1992; Thomas and Collier 1997), along with other small scale studies in other parts of the world 
(Skutnabb-Kangas 2004), have repeatedly demonstrated that forms of education striving for biliteracy development 
and extended use of L1 for instruction across the curriculum (e.g. immersion programs, dual-language immersion 
programs, heritage language programs, language maintenance programs) can foster high academic achievement in 
both L1 and L2 due to cross-linguistic transfer (Cummins 2000). On the other hand, programs that provide 
submersion in L2 on average produce the lowest achievement levels in the second language and negative cognitive 
and emotional results (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004).  
 One of the observed benefits of strong forms of bilingual education programs is their ability to achieve a two-
fold purpose: while fostering language minority students’ high academic achievement, they can provide a way to aid 
mother-tongue maintenance and revitalization. Literature documenting case studies show that mother-tongue 
instruction per se cannot guarantee the revitalization of an endangered language (Fishman 1991; King 2001), but 
under certain sociolinguistic conditions formal education can aid language maintenance efforts. Within the complex 
interaction of sociolinguistic and socioeconomic variables impacting the implementation of a language maintenance 
program, the role of language attitudes and ideologies is crucial (Gonzalez 2003; King 1999). Because both 
language attitudes and ideologies influence patterns of language behaviors, positive language attitudes and 
ideologies are found to be ‘critical for the long-term stability of a language’ (UNESCO 2003, 15), for ‘the success of 
heritage language programs, and ultimately, language revitalization efforts’ (King 1999, 3).  
 Within the investigation of the community of speakers’ language attitudes and ideologies, attention to 
students’ and particularly adolescents’ voices has been scarce. However, such focus should be pursued, if 
‘theoretically, we consider children’s utterances concerning language use as a kind of apprenticeship, a trying out 
and trying on of language ideologies’ (Gonza´ lez 2003, 1). In this respect, children’s speech about language can 
shed light on how language ideology plays in their motivation to maintain their mother tongue and develop illiteracy 
abilities (Gonza´ lez 2003, 1), and ultimately in the success and failure of language maintenance education and 
efforts. This can be especially true if we consider that adolescents in this phase of their life go through a 
fundamental stage of identity formation ‘which serves as a guiding framework in adulthood’ (Josselson 1994), and 
which will influence their role as key community members for carrying the minority language into social life 
(Coupland et al. 2005). 
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3. Slovenes and Slovene-Medium Schools in Italy 
Slovene, a Southern Slavic language, includes 46 different dialects and is spoken by around 2.4 million people, 
living predominantly in the Republic of Slovenia (1.85 million) and, as a minority language, in its bordering 
countries – Italy with approximately 95,000 Slovene inhabitants, Croatia with 13,200, Southern Austria with 18,000, 
and Hungary with 3180 (Hicks 2005). The Slovene minority in Italy resides in 39 municipalities of the Friuli-
Venezia Giulia Region, in both urban (Trieste and Gorizia) and rural areas.  
 Since the earlier years of the Slovene-medium school system in the provinces of Gorizia and Trieste, Slovene 
has been the instructional language used across the different subject matters from K-13, with Italian being taught as 
a subject starting in first grade. In general, the Slovene-medium schools implement the mandated national curricula, 
where all the content is taught in Slovene, some hours of Slovene language arts are added, and Italian as a language 
of instruction and as a subject is only employed for Italian language arts and literature. Specifically, three hours of 
Italian are taught in the first and second grades, and six hours in the third through fifth grades. In middle school, the 
curriculum includes six hours of Italian language arts and six hours of Slovene language arts per week. In high 
school, Slovene is maintained across all content areas, with a varying number of Italian language arts/literature 
hours, which depend on the type of high school (e.g. lyceums, vocational, and professional schools). In addition, the 
Slovene-medium schools integrate Slovene cultural, historical, geography, and literature content within the national 
curriculum, so that this is ‘adapted to local needs by the teaching staff, taking into consideration the opinion of 
individual teachers and class councils’ (Pertot 2003). At the end of the high-school cycle, the students take a 
nationally mandated exit exam, which is taken and conducted in Slovene (van der Meer 2004, 21). In terms of 
teacher qualification, all the teachers in the Slovene schools, in addition to possessing a teaching certification in the 
specific subject areas, are required to pass a Slovene oral and written exam that ensures that they possess ‘full 
knowledge of the Slovene mother tongue’ (De Marchi, Del Zotto, and Sussi 1991, 45). 
 In the provinces of Trieste and Gorizia there were a total of 87 Slovene-medium schools (Valenčič 2003) 
and, in the academic year 2002-2003, the Slovene-medium K-13 school network served a total of 3,102 students. In 
terms of general enrollment, the enrollment has fluctuated throughout the years, with a sharp decline in the 1980s, 
mainly due to a drastic decrease in birth rates observed nationally. In the last decade a stabilization of the student 
enrollment has been observed, with some increase in recent years.  
 
4. The Study: Setting and Method 
 The high school selected was located in Gorizia, one of the largest cities of the area, and comprised three 
types of Lyceums concentrating on classical, scientific-technological, and social science studies, but shared their 
college-bound nature, a strong emphasis on liberal arts, and the study of modern and classical languages. The 
teaching was organized differentiating the nationally mandated curriculum, which amounted to 85% of the total 
yearly hours. The local curriculum, which amounted to 15% of the total yearly compulsory hours, was created and 
regulated by the faculty members and represented additional hours to the mainstream curriculum (Piano dell’Offerta 
Formativa 20022003, 9). Slovene was used as the only medium of instruction across content areas, with the 
exception of Italian language arts and literature, which were taught in Italian. In the official description, the Slovene-
medium schools were all focused on the preparation of the students for higher education, specifying that both the 
Italian and the Slovenian universities could be entered after graduating from the high school. As a distinctive feature 
of the programs, emphasis was placed on the role of the school as a promoter of connections with the Republic of 
Slovenia as well as Slovene cultural organizations in Italy, and on a cultural pluralism approach based on the 
promotion of local and regional cultural characteristics.  
 As an exploratory qualitative case study, this investigation was carried out for an uninterrupted period of two 
months in the spring of the academic year 2003-2004. During this period, the investigator spent the entire school day 
(the Italian high-school day typically lasts five hours, 8:20 am to 1:20 pm, Monday through Saturday) observing 
teacher-teacher, teacher-student, and student-student interaction mainly in the teacher lounge, in and out of the 
classroom, and in the computer laboratory, and participated in the school life as frequent guest speaker in all of the 
English classes. In addition to observation, the main data collection methods included: a teacher questionnaire and 
informal and semi-structured teacher interviews that included a total of 13 teachers (40% of the total school faculty); 
student questionnaire administered to a total of 70 students (67% of the total student population), focus group and 
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individual interviews of students; informal interviews and questionnaire of staff members (five janitors). Archival 
data about student enrollment, demographics, and descriptive materials were also collected from the school.  
 
6. Summary and Discussion of the Results  
The Slovene-medium high-school case study is a fertile ground for reflections about the possibility of implementing 
successful bilingual and language maintenance education programs that can be extended to the high-school levels. 
Even though empirical data are needed to substantiate the levels of attainment in Italian and Slovene, the study 
provides clear indications that the Slovene-medium school represented a space for development of academic 
achievement comparable to the Italian schools and that, in no way, it disadvantaged students in their professional 
future. At the same time, the minority language was developed to high academic levels, increasing its prestige and 
worth among students, and possibly further motivating them to use it beyond school.  
 In this general context of successful implementation of the program, we are reminded of the centrality of 
teachers’ ideologies toward the language and school’s goals, as well as the importance of their positions and role 
within the community and the school for the successful implementation of the program. The Slovene teachers could 
undeniably relate to their students’ background and school experience: they lived in the same communities and 
shared the same heritage; they had been immersed in the Slovene-medium school since childhood as students 
themselves; they were also parents of children that attended those same schools; and they were community members 
that participated in Slovene organizations to which their students often participated in (e.g. choirs, theatres, cultural, 
and sport organizations). They could analyze the power of the school curriculum and environment on their own 
identity formation and on the community well being and could discuss the development of their language and 
academic abilities through their school and university experiences. This participation in the school and the 
community appeared to be one of the pillars of the program, within which they played powerful role models, as well 
as spokespersons for the program and its objectives. They were community and school ‘insiders,’ participants 
deeply invested in the educational and linguistic endeavors in many respects. They therefore reconfirmed this need 
for teachers of minority students to be or become ‘insiders,’ knowledgeable and participatory in the students’ 
cultural background in order to effectively counter the persistent deficit theories that typically identify those students 
in the wider community and in the classroom. 
 The Slovene high-school teachers and program structure kept providing an educational space which 
vehemently countered the pervasive monolingual and monocultural ideologies of the Italian schools and society, not 
only through a dominant use of the minority language across content--which does not guarantee high academic 
achievement per se--but also implementing a high quality curriculum that reflected the national standards and 
integrated locally determined content. The Slovene program and teachers showed that their expectations from their 
students matched the expectations of the Italian lyceums: students would learn philosophy, calculus, chemistry, 
philosophy, and literature, as well as learn Latin and Greek, and modern languages. It actually seemed more 
demanding with the addition of Slovene cultural content and four extra hours dedicated to the study of Slovene 
language arts. There was no sign of differential expectations or remedial approaches for the Slovene students within 
the Slovene-medium high schools.  
 While the program was satisfactory from many points of view, at the same time the teachers were facing a 
dilemma that raised questions about the structure and mission of the program. There seemed to be a need to create 
‘allies’ in the wider society to modify persistent dominant mineralizing ideologies that kept undermining the work of 
the high school outside of the educational environment. If the program was successful for strong identity formation 
processes and language reinforcement, Slovene scholars (Pertot 2003; Štranj 1989a) showed that the work of the 
school toward illiteracy was weakened by the minimal possibilities of utilizing those high literacy skills or 
specialized language skills outside of the school among Italians. In addition, considering students’ interest in 
developing more connections with their Italian peers and their feelings of isolation from them, could there be a 
space for educational integration of the dominant population within this program that would not jeopardize their 
goals and attainments? To what extent was educational isolation necessary to fully promote a minority language? 
These questions were made relevant by the recent demographic changes of the students in the lower school cycles.  
 The origin of the school as exclusively for the Slovene minority was rooted in ethnic conflict from the pre 
and post-WWII experience, so that the school had traditionally been designed for ethnically ‘pure’ Slovene (Štranj 
1989a, 1989b), children of only Slovene parents, who came to school with native knowledge of Slovene. However, 
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since 1961 the school network followed an ‘open policy’ dictated by its new nature as a public school. With the 
lessening of the ethnic conflicts and an increase in mixed marriages, in the last years kindergarten and low 
elementary classes had seen a spontaneous increase of non-Slovene-speaking children and children with varying 
Slovene proficiency from Italian and mixed families. Pertot (2003) reported that Slovene kindergarten teachers had 
to employ Italian to communicate with non-Slovene speakers in the classroom and they did not feel prepared to 
teach this group of speakers with their background of teaching in the traditional Slovene-medium kindergarten.  
 In this context, it is interesting to think of a possible evolution or inclusion within the Slovene-medium 
school network of programs similar to the dual-language immersion model observed in other contexts. If we can 
envision a modification of the language maintenance program toward this model, it is important to con consider that 
dual-language programs have a high rate of academic and language development success. However, the presence of 
50% of non-minority language speakers in the classroom increases the chances of using the dominant language in 
and out of the classroom (Freeman 1998; Potowski 2007) and the act of balancing the hierarchical relationship 
between the two languages and culture becomes more difficult. Another important issue relates to the type of input 
the teacher has to provide to non-speakers of the minority language. In this respect, Valdes (1997) cautions that ‘the 
research has told us that even slightly distorted fashion influences the language development of children who are 
native speakers of that language. This is a serious question, especially if language is the primary focus in such 
programs’ (19). In this context, it is legitimate to ask whether the risks of modifying a successful language 
maintenance program to fit the needs of the non-Slovene speakers are higher than the benefits of the traditional 
program for the minority language community. Whatever change or innovation the program will take into 
consideration, it is fundamental that ‘bilingual educators working in dual-language programs . . . make sure that 
minority language children are being exposed to the highest quality instruction possible in their native language’ 
(Valdes 1997, 19).  
 On a different level, the study reconfirms the importance of listening to students’ voices by providing them a 
space to articulate their language ideologies. The children in the Slovene high school provided a strong testimony of 
the importance of their mother tongue in their lives, as well as the contribution of the Slovene-medium school to 
their lives, which cannot be disregarded or ignored for the sake of outside dominant mono cultural and monolingual 
ideologies. Voices and ideologies of younger participants in the learning experience can and should direct language 
policy and planning, in that they can create important spaces for opposing oppressive and disempowering language 
and educational policy. 
 Finally, the strong image of language genocide (Skutnabb-Kangas 2000) becomes less intangible when we 
listen to the voices of students and teachers reacting to the mere hypothesis of losing their languages and losing the 
deep ties that link their native language and culture with their identity. These voices are compelling and should be 
heard as a manifesto for all the minority language speakers that have not been provided with the opportunity to 
develop and maintain their mother tongue. The damage and loss that occurs when states do not comply with the 
right of minorities communities to develop their language through schooling is evident here from the words of 
children that have had that opportunity to cherish their language and see it blossom in school. 
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